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On J.M. Coetzee, Nobel Laureate in 
Literature 2003
從柯慈說起
John Maxwell (Michael) Coetzee, who won the Nobel Laureate in Literature in 
2003, was born in 1940 in Cape Town. His background is both German and English. 
His parents sent him to an English school and he grew up using English as his first 
language. At the beginning of the 1960s he moved to England, where he worked ini­
tially as a computer programmer. He then studied literature in the United States, and 
defended a thesis on Beckett at the University of Texas (1969). In the years 1968-71， he 
served as Assistant Professor at the State University of New York, Buffalo. Having 
served as lecturer at the University of Cape Town in the years 1972-83, he was in 1984 
appointed the Chair of General Literature at the same university. In the late 1980s, he 
served as Professor of English at Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore. In 2002, he 
moved to Australia where he is attached to the University of Adelaide. In the last few 
years he has served as a Guest Professor on the Committee on Social Thought at the 
University of Chicago.
Coetzee made his debut as a writer of fiction in 1974. His international break­
through came in 1980 with the novel Waiting for the Barbarians (1980). He was awarded 
the Booker Prize in the United Kingdom for Life &  Times o f  Michael K  (1983). After 
"updating" Robinson Crusoe in the novel Foe  (1986), Coetzee returned to South Africa 
with A ge o f  Iron (1990).
In 1999, Coetzee became the first author to be twice awarded the Booker Prize, 
now for his novel Disgrace (1999), in which the plot, as in In the Heart o f  the Country 
(1977), mainly takes place on a remote farm in South Africa.
Coetzee differs from last year's Nobel Laureate, Imre Kertesz, in that he, with 
every new book, creates the world anew and with it a new language to articulate his 
conquest.
His literary production comprises eight novels, two collections of essays and two 
autobiographies. As a literary critic for the New York Review o f  Books  and other 
journals, he has paid special attention to Dqstoyevsky, Musil, Kafka and Beckett, the 
works of whom have influenced his writing. He has translated a number of literary 
works from Dutch, German, French and Afrikaans into English.
In his first autobiographical volume, Boyhood  (1997), written in the third person, 
Coetzee tells of his father who is forced to leave his position as a lawyer in Cape Town 
and accept a minor employment in Worcester, situated in the highlands some hundred 
miles northeast of Cape Town, where a brother of his owns a farm. The young boy 
falls in love with the landscape and comes to consider his uncle's farm as a paradise on 
earth. The young Coetzee is fascinated by books dealing with loneliness and withdrawal, 
such as Treasure Island  and The Swiss Fam ily Robinson. The very strong anti-social 
attitudes that characterize Coetzee's works were probably developed during his fre­
quent stays at his uncle's farm. Towards the end of the book, the family returns to 
Cape Town, where the father turns into an unemployed drunkard. To young Coetzee, 
the uncle's farm in the highlands becomes a Paradise Lost.
In the second autobiographical volume, Youth (2002), also written in the third 
person, the young man escapes from South Africa, where he finds himself an outsider: 
an Afrikaans, though attending a British primary school, a protestant, though con­
tinuing his studies at a catholic high school, and a leftist, abhorred by the political 
jargon of the left movement. He leaves South Africa and moves to London, only to 
become aware of his own provincialism, lack of talent and inner, as well as outer misery. 
The work is characterized by most severe self criticism and irony directed at himself. 
He dreams of becoming a mathematician at IBM, where he could bury himself in pure 
research. Where else could he hide from the nasty world of the Cold War, Vietnam, the 
race for nuclear armament and the apartheid of South Africa?
Only Sweden seems to be above the fray. Should he throw up everything and catch
the next boat to Stockholm? Does one have to speak Swedish to get into Sweden?
Does Sweden need computer programmers? Does Sweden even have computers?1
The author's alter ego in Youth is an utterly self-absorbed young man, filled with 
anguish, and yet able to recognize his major shortcoming. "If he were a warmer person 
he would find everything easier: life, love and poetry. But warmth does not belong to 
his nature."2
Coetzee’s debut work’ Dusidaricfe (1974)， consists of two novellas. In the first， 
"The Vietnam Project," a passive narrator tries to develop a solid base for the psycho­
logical warfare of the U.S. in Vietnam. The other novella, "The Narrative of Jacobus 
Coetzee," an 18th century pastiche, has the form of a Boer pioneer's journal and a 
theological tract with learned^footnotes. Jacobus Coetzee, a colonist in the Cape prov­
ince and ancestor of the author, is firmly convinced of his own racial superiority. 
Encountering a tribe of Hotentots, who have never seen a white man and are innocent 
of his power, he treats them as animals. Yet, they take care of him when he falls ill. 
When the children come to play with him, he, in a fit of anger, bites off an ear of one of 
the children. The colonialist has become a savage and a cannibal! He is driven away 
and takes his revenge by ravaging the village in the name of civilization. The title of 
the book, f,Dusklands/f alludes to the border zones between control and chaos, to the 
dark emotional ties between those in power and the powerless.
The L ife &  Times o f  Michael K  is to my mind the greatest of Coetzee's works. 
(The Chairman of the Nobel Committee of the Swedish Academy has characterized 
the work as "Robinson Crusoe, written by Kafka, in the language of Beckett"). It deals 
with the stubborn capacity of a singular individual, Michael K, to endure hardship 
and to refuse to surrender to authority. The novel was published in 1984’ a year when 
apartheid was strictly enforced by a proclamation of a state of emergency. The only 
concerns of Michael K are his mother and the soil — to him the same thing.
He builds a wheelbarrow to transport his sick mother from Cape Town to her 
childhood village in the hinterland in Karoo, back to Africa. Without a permit to travel 
they have to hide in daytime and travel at night, but they manage to reach their goal. 
The mother dies and is cremated, and Michael K receives her ashes in a plastic bag, 
buries her where she belongs, and stays on at a deserted farm over which the totalitar­
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1 J. M. Coetzee, Youth (London: Seeker & Warburg, 2002) 85.
2 Ibid 168,
ian society has forgotten to keep watch.
For a time, Michael K lives the happy life of a Huckleberry Finn or a Robinson 
Crusoe, managing his own life. He comes across a handful of seeds and starts to grow 
melons and pumpkins, which grow in a miraculous way. But when he feels secure in 
his loneliness, civilization catches up with him: A deserter from the army needs to be 
protected and a guerilla troop tramples down his harvest. Michael K tries to flee, but is 
caught and taken to a camp for parasites. There he refuses to eat and starves himself 
to death.
Michael K is Musil's ''DerMann ohneEigenschaften'' (The Man Without Qualities), 
too insignificant and too invisible to allow himseli to be controlled by either the apart­
heid regime or the guerilla. Even though he is subjected to the violence of tyranny, he 
obtains a freedom which puzzles the authorities: He does not strive for anything, nei­
ther war nor revolution, neither power nor money. He is utterly independent of the 
world that is collapsing around him; he eats insects and avoids, like the author himself, 
anyone who tries to control him. Even when all his routes of escape are barred, he 
finds a kind of freedom that no one can take away from him. He finds his happiness in 
the memory of his mother, whom no one else remembers, and in the taste of the pump­
kins that he himself has grown. W hat matters to Michael K are the soil and its produc­
tive power.
South African apartheid to Coetzee stands out as a universal manifestation of 
evil. In Waiting for the Barbarians he tackles one of the greatest problems of human 
civilization: How are we to understand and cope with the forces behind brutality, tor­
ture and injustice. The novel treats the horrifying interplay between the wilderness 
beyond the borders of the center of power and the wilderness in the hearts of men. 
Racism is confronted with the idea of justice. Threatened from within, the Empire, in 
its paranoia, blames the Barbarians "out there." Only the representatives of the op­
pressive regime are given names, such as Colonel Joll of the Third Bureau, a heartless 
torturer. The narrator of the novel, and the author's hero, has no name, only the title of 
Mayor. He is also tortured when he is forced to take side.
To kill is to cure — for the torturer Joll as well as for the Nazis. Joll burns and 
cuts up his victims; their pain and his own command make them into barbarians. He 
believes that he, by carving up the bodies of his victims, can find the secrets hidden 
therein. When the Mayor is being tortured by Joll, one threat remains: execution. One 
day he is pulled out of his cell, dressed in a woman's dress and told that he shall be 
hanged. The executioners want to humiliate the Mayor by making him appear as a 
woman, but the Mayor no longer cares about a world that treats women as different
from men. When he is suspended under the branch of a tree and cries out in anguish, 
someone notes that he is using the language of the barbarians.
The title of the novel— "Waiting for the Barbarians"— is taken from the title of 
a poem by the Greek poet Konstantinos Kavafis, in which the approaching barbarians 
at first are portrayed as destroyers of civilization, and later, when they fail to appear, 
as something that gives life a meaning for those who are waiting to be extinguished.
A ge o f  Iron is a political novel, set in 1986, when the suburbs of Cape Town are 
burning. The protagonist is Mrs. Curran, a white liberal dying of cancer who hates 
both Calvinist and revolutionary Puritanism. The book is her letters to her estranged 
daughter who has fled to the U.S.. Mrs. Curran, a retired lecturer in the history of 
classical antiquity, lives with Vercueil, a shadowy vagrant with a dwarfed arm and a 
nasty smell, her angel of death, who like Vergil guides Mrs. Curran on a tour of the 
slum of the city. 、
When Mrs. Curran has seen the son of her maid shot dead by the police she 
writes: "I have seen terrible things happen here... But I cannot condemn them with the 
words of others. I must find my own words, from within myself. Otherwise they won't 
be tru e.. .  I speak for those who are not heard."3 In these sentences we find the answer 
to the question why Coetzee refuses to speak in the name of a collective， why he never 
signs an appeal and never joins a demonstration.
The novel Disgrace contains a summation of Coetzee's thematic polarities: city 
and countryside, blacks and whites, men and women, literature and power, humanity 
and brutality. David Lurie, who teaches Communications at a technical university, a 
task that he thoroughly dislikes, is disgraced— not because he has had an affair with 
a female student, but because he refuses to apologize in public. As a result he is dis- 
missed from the university and joins his daughter Lucy, a subsistence fanner in the 
hinterland. Lucy is a large, plain girl, and a lesbian. She is occasionally helped in her 
work by a neighbor, a black farmer called Petrus, who plans to take over Lucy's property. 
Now and then Lurie works for Petrus 一 the roles of black and white are reversed.
One day Lucy is raped by three black strangers, two men and a boy. Having shot 
her kenneled dogs， they douse Lurie with methylated spirit， set him alight and drive 
off in his car. Father and daughter survive the attack.
One of the rapists, the young boy, is related to Petrus and stays at his house. 
Lucy, who discovers that she is pregnant as a result of the rape, fears another attack 
as part of the plot of driving her off her land. She signs her property over to Petrus
3 J. M. Coetzee, Age of iron (London; Seeker & Warburg, 1990) 91
and agrees to become his mistress in return for his protection. She wishes to start 
again on a new footing: ''with no cards, no weapons, no property, no rights, no dignity.1' 
"Like a dog," her father says. "Yes," Lucy replies, "like a dog." 4Lurie is shaken by his 
daughter's self-dispossession and pleads with her: "You are on the brink of a danger­
ous error. You wish to humble yourself before history. But the road you are following 
is the wrong one. It will strip you of all honour. You will not be able to live with yourself. 
I plead with you, listen to me!” The daughter replies: ’’You have not been listening to 
me. I am not the person you know. I am a dead person and I do not know yet what will 
bring me back to life. All I know is that I cannot go away."5
Like Lucy, David Lurie has lost almost everything. Dismissed from the univer­
sity he realizes that he will never complete his work on Byron, which appears more 
and more irrelevant in the South African context. His face has been destroyed, and
with it his sexual identity. He ^ubmits to a self-abasement not unlike that of his daugh­
ter by having a relationship with a woman who owns a local animal clinic, a woman he 
does not desire and whom he finds "remarkably unattractive." 6He spends most of his 
time in the animal clinic, putting down unwanted and homeless dogs. At the very end 
of the novel, Lurie is about to put down a crippled dog， to which he has become emo­
tionally attached, carrying it "like a lamb"7 to the killing table.
The motivation for awarding the Nobel Prize in Literature to Coetzee is that he 
"in innumerable guises portrays the surprising involvement of the outsider."8 In The 
Lives o f  Animals (1999), one of Coetzee's many guises is the aging writer Elisabeth 
Costello, like Coetzee himself a stern vegetarian who lectures on animal rights at an 
American university. Her lectures are in fact based on a series of lectures which Coetzee 
himself had delivered at Princeton University. Her lectures are commented on by four 
scholars, among them a philosopher and specialist on animal rights. The book may be 
considered as a morality or as a meta-text. The relation between man and animal is 
that between might and victim, between master and servant. The comparison between 
highly industrialized slaughterhouses and the annihilation of Jews in German concen­
tration camps did not go home well with the Princeton public. The comparison is in­
deed offensive: The Holocaust is horrifying not because human beings were treated 
like animals, but because they were treated the way they were. Slaughterhouses are
4 J. M. Coetzee, Disgrace (London: Vintage, 2000) 205.
5 Ibid,161.
6 Ibid, 82,
7 Ibid,220.
8 Swedish Academy, 2 October 2003 <www.svenskaakademien,se/nobelpris/2003/literaLen03,html>.
offensive not because animals are treated like the Jews in the concentration camps, but 
because they are treated as insentient beings. Coetzee's book, and Costello's lectures, 
constitxites a defense of the ethical potential in poetry, in literature and in the power of 
imagination. Like no other species, man is capable of empathy, of the "it-could have- 
been-me feeling." For Costello, there are no limits for her commiseration with creatures 
that are not born as human beings. Imagination has no limits.
Coetzee's latest book, Elizabeth Costello, Eight Lessons (2003), is a strange and 
rich mixture of essays and fiction. The work contains an essential essay on literature 
and evil， in which Coetzee/CosteUo negates the naive conviction that a writer has the 
right to speak freely on any topic, however distasteful and offensive. By doing so, the 
author may harm the readers, and also himself/herself.
When Elisabeth Costello has been awarded a major prize by an American 
university, she reluctantly takeg part in the ceremony, thinking f,I ought to have asked 
them to forget about the ceremony and send the cheque by post!"9 Coetzee, who re­
ceived the Booker Prize twice, for Life &  Times o f  M ichael K  and for Disgrace, in both 
cases refused to accept the prizes in person. The Swedish Academy sincerely hoped 
that he would turn up in Stockholm to receive the Nobel Prize in Literature on Decem­
ber 10, which indeed he did.
You may well wonder what my talk on Coetzee has to do with modern Chinese 
literature in a global context. A discussion on the topic of Hong Kong's economy in a 
global context would no doubt address questions such as ’’In what ways and to what 
extent can Hong Kong's economy accommodate to the practices, rules and standards 
of the world economy?" "Which factors may promote or hamper the integration of 
Hong Kong with the global economy?
Now, economy is one thing, and literature is quite another thing. Globa] context 
with reference to economy must mean something quite different from global context 
with reference to literature. A discussion on modern Chinese literature in a global con­
text might, I guess, address questions such as "To what extent may modern Chinese 
literature be said to be part of world literature (whatever that is)?M "What can be done 
to achieve world recognition for modern Chinese literature?" "What features and fac­
tors may promote, or hamper, the universal acceptance of modern Chinese literature? 
"Or, to quote a question which I have had to answer a number of times, and which 
never fails to embarrass me: "How should a Chinese author write in order to be awarded 
the Nobel Prize in Literature?" (My standing answer to this question is: "He should
9 」. M. Coetzee, £7/’zabe出 Cosfe//o, Lessons (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1997) 3.
write what he wants to write, and in the way he wants to write it!")
To those who are able to read and appreciate Chinese literature, it is quite obvious 
that works by Lu Xun 魯迅 ， Li Jieren 李劫人 ， Shen Congwen 沈從文 ， Gao Xingjian 高 
4亍健， Li Rui 李銳 ’ and many others， belong to world literature. The problem is that 
few readers outside the Chinese world are capable of appreciating the original works 
by these authors, and therefore will have to rely on translations. L e fs  face it: There are 
not many first-rate translators of modern Chinese literature in this world. Transla­
tions may be good, but they may also constitute cold-blooded murder of the original 
texts. Poor translations may be due to the incompetence of the translator; they may 
also arise from deliberate distortions o f the original text. One of the worst cases is the 
translation into English of Lao She 老舍  ’s novel Luofuo Z/an职 i■路 聪 祥 子 （Camd 
Xiangzi), in which the final chapter, describing the final degradation of the protagonist, 
has been changed into a happy end a la^Hollywood.
One way of achieving international recognition would be for the Chinese writer 
to abandon his own language and write in a foreign tongue. A case in point is the 
wonderful novel Balzac et la Petite Tailleuse Chinoise (Balzac and the Little Chinese 
Seamstress义 written in French by a Chinese author whose name is Dai Sijie 戴思杰 . 
And there is of course Ha Jin 哈金 ， who chooses to write in English. The question is 
whether these works can be considered Chinese novels.
As in linguistics, literature possesses a number of universals. Language is one 
universal, as are genre distinctions， such as the novel， the short story, the essay， the 
drama and the free verse, etc. The definitions of English genres are no doubt valid also 
for their Chinese counterparts. The protagonists in literature, be they Chinese or non- 
Chinese, often show common traits; and outsiders like Michael K may be found in 
works by Kafka and Camus, Lu Xun, Shen Congwen, Gao Xingjian and Li Rui. Liter- 
ary and ideological conflicts， such as that between adherents of critical realism on the 
one hand and allegorical representation on the other, probably may be found in any 
literature.
Influence obviously plays an important role in the globalization of literature (if 
there is such a thing). Would Li Rui have written his novels Wu fen gzh i shu 
(T^e WfndJess T!ree) and W"如 " wu yun 萬里無雲（C7ear Sides)仕le way he did if he 
had not been influenced by Faulkner? Reading Li Jieren's trilogy Sishui weilan 
瀾 （i^pp7esAtrossSfagnant W"ater)，Baofen幻oz gia/i暴風雨前 (0/3 出e £ > e o f theStorm) 
and Dabo (The Great Wave) (1936-37), I find his conscious exploitation of realis­
tic details and his sympathetic presentation of the female protagonists reminiscent of 
the style of Maupassant. (Li Jieren was the translator of Flaubert's Madame Bovary
and some other French realistic novels.) But similarities in themes， style and diction do 
not necessarily arise from influence. Like Faulkner, Shen Congwen has shown that 
literary regionalism can be linked with literary modernism. But a comparison between 
Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha and Shen Congwen's West Hunan limps in one respect, as 
Jeff Kinkley has pointed out: The only one with an intimate knowledge of the topogra­
phy of Yoknapatawpha was Faulkner himself, while West Hunan still exists, even 
though it has been' emptied of the remarkable people who once lived there.
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